Decompression 


Story: Decompression 

Storylink: httos://archiveofourown.org/works/32012698/chapters/79294681 
Category: Re:VOD5 19S FE FHI | Re:Zero Starting Life in Another World 
(Anime) 

Genre: Gen 

Author: Only_Slightly_Obsessed (A_Stressed_Cupcake) 

Authorlink: https://archiveofourown.org/users/A_ Stressed Cupcake 

Last updated: 06/24/2021 

Words: 17251 

Rating: Mature 

Status: Complete 

Content: Chapter 1 to 7 of 7 chapters 

Source: ArchiveOfOurOwn.org 


Summary: The healer looked up from the papers he had uselessly attempted to 


distract himself with: "Hm? Did you manage to get them all back safely?"The answer 


was probably no, he knew that well enough, but not everything was a tragedy in life. 


Maybe they'd just happened to get lost, he thought. Until, of course, he saw Reinhard’s 
face and determined that no, something was definitely wrong. The aftermath of 


Peer Pressure, aka: Everyone Here Needs Therapy. 


*Chapter 1*: First Aid 


Reinhard had trouble using doors properly on a good day. That day was not a good 
day. 


"Felis!" he shouted, throwing the door open. It was an honest miracle, Felis thought, 
that he hadn’t shattered it. 


The healer looked up from the papers he had uselessly attempted to distract himself 
with: "Hm? Did you manage to get them all back safely?" 


The answer was probably no, he knew that well enough, but not everything was a 
tragedy in life. Maybe they'd just happened to get lost, he thought. Until, of course, he 
saw Reinhard’s face and determined that no, something was definitely wrong. 


It was then that he noticed Subaru, covered in blood and water and draped into 
Reinhard’s coat, reluctantly clinging to his free arm. Reinhard basically pushed him into 
the nearest chair, whether he wanted it or not. 


Felis scanned Subaru with his eyes, but he barely had time to glance upon him before 
Reinhard dragged in the Euclius brothers. Joshua, in a similar condition to Subaru’s, 
was resting his head on his brother's shoulder. He was very pale, but the biggest 
indicator of how ill he must have been was that he was allowing a tired-looking Julius to 
carry him like a child. 


Reinhard helped them (or, rather, forced them) to sit down. 


"You need to heal Julius, and look over Joshua and Subaru." he told Felis, as 
breathless as he was physically capable of becoming. 


Julius, unsurprisingly, wasn't happy with that statement. 
"Thank you Reinhard." he said, showing some rare sarcasm. 


Reinhard, on his part, didn't take it lying down: "You’re welcome." he smiled, so polite 
that it inevitably sounded snarky. 


Felis was honestly having a hard time processing everything he was seeing. Where to 
start? Subaru and Joshua looked awful, but Reinhard had made it sound like they'd 
already been taken care of. And Julius looked fine, for the most part, aside from a 
barely visible bruise just beneath his hair, but they all knew how he was when he got 
hurt. 


He decided to trust Reinhard’s judgement and all but sprinted over to Julius: "What 
happened?" he asked, lifting his hair to look at the bruise despite his protests. 


Reinhard, standing beside him, made eye contact with Felix and tugged his own sleeve 
up a bit. 


Check his arms. 
And check his arms he did, pulling up the sleeves of Julius's shirt up to his elbows. 


He had expected a bruise, maybe a fracture. Upon pulling the sleeves up, he really 
wished Reinhard had just told him, out loud: hey, someone nearly snapped his arms 
just by squeezing them. 


There was no other way to describe it. Felis could clearly make out the silhouette of 
two small, but muscular hands on his friend's forearm. Purple and red handprints stood 
out neatly against his skin, and Felis had to stop himself from gasping. 


"What happened?" he repeated, between his teeth. 


Julius, as was his most annoying habit, misinterpreted the question. 


"Unfortunately, they were taken prisoner earlier." he reported. "| had Kua look them 
over, but..." 


He paused, for at least five seconds, and no one found it in themselves to urge him to 
continue. 


" it was bad, Felis." he murmured. 
So it was, indeed, his usual habit of undermining his own condition at play. 


Reinhard wasn't having it: "Don’t leave out yourself, Julius." he scolded. He turned 
back to Felis: "He was captured and tortured as well." 


Felis's stomach twisted. 


It must have shown on his face, because Julius was quick to shut them down: "No, | 
wasn’t. | was punched." he corrected, "There is a significant difference." 


Felis could have added another punch to the list. Before he could even process that 
thought, Subaru shook his head grumpily. 


"Looking at your face is torture." he muttered. Well, at least he was all there. It wasn’t a 
given, especially not with victims of torture. Felis would know. 


"I'm sorry, Subaru, but | don’t think you're qualified to disagree with me here." Julius bit 
back, politely, but sharply. 


Felis's tail lashed in frustration and worry. His ears twitched back. There were a lot of 
emotions involved, but none of them were good. 


"These bruises are nyot good." he said, holding Julius's arms as gently as his 
frustration with him would allow. 


And oh, he knew, he just Knew that Julius wouldn't have said a word about them if 
Reinhard hadn't ratted him out. Reinhard, too, was staring at his friend's arms with 
something indecipherable on his face. 


The bruises were ugly, and they looked painful, and Felis had seen similar bruises on 
people who had come close to being strangled to death. 


He did not like to think of that. 


"Hold still." he mumbled, sharply. He felt Julius's arm relax under his fingers as he 
began to heal it, and the bruises faded. 


Subaru, completely focused on his own little conversation with Julius, retorted: "I think 
I’m very qualified." 


No one paid him any mind. 


As soon as Felis was done healing him, Julius pulled his sleeves back down, gently, 
but as quickly as possible. 


Reinhard, at least, looked much happier. He looked like a weight had been lifted from 
his chest. "Thank you." he told Felis, with disarming sincerity. 


Felis ignored it, for the sake of his own sanity. 


He turned to Julius instead: "Take it easy from meow on. You'll be exhausted from the 
healing magic." 


Julius looked somewhat bitter, but Felis could tell it wasn’t directed at him. 


"Thank you." he said, sincerely. 


Felis did not care for that: "Why didn’t you heal yourself?" he inquired, and his tail 
lashed even harder. 


"There were much worse cases at hand." Julius, as per usual, deflected his worry: "Kua 
has her limits. Not everyone can regrow five severed toes, and have room for more, I'm 
afraid." 


Regrow what, now? 
"Excuse me?" Felis murmured, stiff as a board. 
Julius deliberately glanced in Subaru's direction: "Like | said, it was bad." 


So he was not deflecting. Not entirely, at least. Unfortunately for everyone involved, 
though, Subaru definitely was. What a surprise. 


"Yeah, Joshua had an asthma attack." he piped up, pointing at the latter with what 
could only be described as nervous sweat running down his neck. 


Joshua, on his part, looked exhausted. He shrugged wearily from his chair, next to 
Julius. 


Felis was not happy. 


He looked Joshua up and down, but the kid looked uncomfortable, and swatted his 
hand away almost immediately. 


"Better now." he said, very quietly. 
So the deflection ran in the family, then. Fantastic. 


Felis resigned himself to the stubbornness of his patients and turned back to Julius, 
figuring he would have much better luck getting information on Joshua from him: "Any 
head injuries?" he asked. 


Softly, he added another important question: "What caused the attack?" 


Julius wisely chose to answer one question at a time. 


“I'm afraid all three of us hit our head at some point.” he admitted, “As for the attack...’ 


He cut himself off. It was bad, it must have been, because his face suggested he had 
no idea how to address it. In the end, he sighed, and forced himself to continue: “...1 
don’t suppose they check for respiratory disorders before waterboarding someone.” 


He sounded angry. Felis, on his part, sounded, looked, and felt angry. He hissed with 
rage, remembered that Julius had no fault in the situation and did not deserve said 
rage, took a deep breath, and approached the situation the only way he knew how. By 
prescribing a treatment. 


“We'll have to keep you both on a diet of Aromatic Dragon’s Tail in order to boost your 
body’s ability to fight off infections, but nyou’re going to have to return here for regular 
check-ups so that nya can keep an eye on any potential developing issues.” 


It was the right approach. Julius looked relieved: “Thank you. | have a question.” he 
said. 


“Ask away.” 


“Considering all factors, do you think it would be alright for us to sleep? | can’t say | feel 
tired, but they have been awake for quite some time after their head injury.” Julius 
explained. Saying he didn’t feel tired was definitely a lie, but the rest was true, and thus 


Felis made sure to shine a light into their eyes. Their pupils moved as they should, all 
things considered. Joshua and Subaru may have suffered a concussion, but they 
seemed to have fought it off just fine. 


Julius also showed signs of a mild concussion, but he was responsive and his reflexes 
worked alright. 


“Nyes, you should be fine.” Felis concluded, after his examination, “You may be mildly 
concussed, but it’s better to get sleep than not. “ 
“That's good to hear.” 


Julius nudged his brother on the shoulder, as if to reiterate that he was free to sleep. 
And Joshua certainly looked like he needed it. He was clearly exhausted. Fortunately, 
he understood Julius’s signal and visibly relaxed, no longer concerned with keeping 
himself awake at all costs. 


A few feet away, Subaru sighed, leaning back in his chair: “Great, I’m ready to pass out 
too.” 


Julius shook his head, almost fondly: “You might want to wait until you've talked to Lady 
Emilia and Lady Beatrice, Subaru. | can only imagine they're worried sick.” 


Subaru seemed to spring to life. 
“Oh, yeah!” he exclaimed, “Where are they?” 


Felis decided that he was not going to let him go anywhere until he’d been checked for 
injuries. All that blood must have come from somewhere. 


Not finding anything unhealed, however, he reluctantly gave Subaru his answer: “The 
nyext room over.” 


Julius perked up, but didn’t leave his seat and didn’t stop checking on Joshua every 
other second. 


“Would you mind telling Lady Anastasia that we found Joshua?” he asked Subaru, “I 
would like to get him dried up as soon as possible, but | believe she would be worried 
otherwise.” 


“No problem.” said Subaru, without a hint of sarcasm. He stood from his chair. 


Reinhard didn’t like that: “I shall go retrieve Lady Anastasia, Lady Emilia, and Lady 
Beatrice. You all should stay here.” he frowned. 


Julius and Subaru exchanged a quick glance. 


Julius cleared his throat: “They are only in the next room, Reinhard. Subaru has walked 
this far.” he pointed out, politely, but was met with cold determination from Reinhard. 


“And | don’t see why he should walk any further.” said the Sword Saint, as saintly as 
ever. 


Julius gave him a long, suspicious look. Ultimately, though, it was clear that he agreed 
that Subaru should probably sit tight, and he didn’t vocally protest the idea. 


Subaru was not so quick to give up: “I can get to the next room perfectly quickly.” he 
retorted. He had the time to take one, just one step forward, before Reinhard pushed 
him back down into his seat at the speed of sound. 


Subaru blinked, trying to reconcile where he was a second earlier with where he’d 
ended up: “Oh. Yeah, you’d probably be faster, wouldn’t you. Okay, fine. Be quick.” he 
conceded. 


Reinhard was satisfied. 


“| will return shortly.” he smiled, politely, and he sprinted to the meeting room without 
realising Felis was following him. 


Reinhard burst into the meeting room, lightning fast. 


So fast, in fact, that it took the people in the room a moment to respond. The first to 
react was Emilia, standing up faster than you could say worried. 


“Ah! Reinhard!” she exclaimed, “Is everything okay? Did you find them? Are they 
okay?” 


Anastasia, next to her, stood up only slightly more calmly. 
Beatrice’s voice was shrill: “Is Betty’s contractor okay, | suppose?” 


Felis could tell just by looking at the table that they hadn’t managed to get much work 
done. He could hardly blame them for that, though. They must have been worried sick, 
and Reinhard clearly hated to validate those fears, but it was for the best. 


“They're in the next room over.” announced Reinhard, “This way.” 
He turned on his heels to return to their injured friends. 


Emilia sprinted after him, with Beatrice hot on her heels, and Anastasia trailing behind 
them at a mildly more refined pace, her own version of a panicked sprint. 


Reinhard opened the door to the unfortunate trio: “Here they are.” 


Emilia ran up to her knight: “Subaru! Where have you been? We were worried. | was 
going to search for you, and Beatrice too, but...” she trailed off, probably deeming it 
best not to tell him all about how Reinhard had insisted on going alone. She leaned 
forward to examine Subaru closer. 


Beatrice wasted no time grabbing on to Subaru's hand: “Betty was going to search too, 
in fact! Subaru is not allowed to get hurt, | suppose!” 


Her voice, the shrill voice of a child, was even higher than usual. 
Felis couldn’t help but shake his head fondly at the scene. 


Subaru looked both flattered and incredibly embarrassed: “Ah, jeez, your attention is so 
blinding... I’m fine now, don’t worry. It warms my heart to think of my Emilia-tan and 
Beako thinking of me like this!” he blabbered, trying his best to wave away their 
concerns. 


Felis looked to his left, where Julius sat, and found him to be a little torn. Between the 
lingering concussion and the deep exhaustion, Joshua looked incredibly uncomfortable 
at the raised voices. Julius clearly wanted to ask them to quiet down, but was afraid 
that would be inconsiderate, but Joshua was clearly sensitive to the noise. His solution 
was to awkwardly cover his brother’s ears. 


Anastasia was less worried about being inconsiderate. 


“Pipe down, will ya?” she scolded, but her attitude took a turn when she looked upon 
the brothers: “Joshua an’ Julius, how’re ya doin?” she asked them, sweetly. 


After being reprimanded, it only took a moment for the Emilia camp to quiet down 
enough for Julius to decide removing his hands would be safe. 


“Joshua had an... episode.” he answered, quietly, “I'm afraid his head is in poor 
condition at the moment, and | would like to get him home, if at all possible. | will tell 
you the rest there. I'm ashamed to admit it, but | don’t think | can give a full report yet.” 


She nodded: “Don’t be ashamed. We'll get y’all right on home. Felis, they’re both okay 
ta leave?” 


Felis finally felt useful again at that. 

“Nyes.” he nodded, “Bring them back here tomorrow for a follow-up.” 

Julius visibly relaxed: “Thank you, Felis.” he sighed, relieved. 

He turned to the rest of the group and bowed his head respectfully: “Subaru, Lady 
Emilia, Lady Beatrice, I'm afraid we have to take our leave.” 


They nodded back at him. Anastasia helped him get Joshua up and led them both out 
of the building, presumably to take them home to rest. 


Reinhard looked at Felis: “Il must take my leave as well. There are some....things... 
must deal with.” 


Ah, the criminals, judging by that look. Felis could not find any sympathy for them. 
Whatever Reinhard was planning on doing, it was probably less than Felis would have 
done, if he’d had to witness what had happened to their friends. He felt his jaw twitch 
with rage. Yes, whatever happened, they had it coming. 


He would not stop Reinhard. In fact, he put active effort into giving him full support with 
his eyes. 


“Good luck.” smiled Felis. 
Reinhard smiled back, darkly: “Thank you, but | won't need it.” 
He left, and Felis resigned himself to waiting for more news. 


Next time, I’m going with him, he thought. 


*Chapter 2*: Stop. 


Reinhard slammed into the ground, not bothering to slow his descent down. Dust 
billowed around him and his coat flared up. It was quite the intimidating display, 
Reinhard knew. 

Good. Reinhard wanted to be intimidating. 

He spotted his target, bound up in rope on the ground. She looked pathetic. 


“There you are,” Reinhard murmured, gliding forwards. 


The woman thug stopped her useless flailing. She squinted at him. She looked terrified, 
for a moment, and then the emotion passed, annoyingly enough. “You're back.” 


Reinhard smiled at her. “Of course | am,” he said. “| have some questions for you.” 


“Questions? Hah?” She snorted, her irritation clear. How pathetic. She wasn’t in any 
position to be irritated. “You weren’t asking any questions earlier, you saintly prick.” 


“Priorities,” Reinhard said, falsely demure. “I’m sure you understand.” 
She shook her head. “Not yours! | really thought you would have your head in the 
game, but apparently you won't even take help from your own faction. How do you 


expect to win, huh? 


Reinhard frowned, then caught himself and smoothed it away. “You’re awfully chatty, 
now that your friend is dead.” 


“You were awfully chatty long before that,” she hissed, her teeth gritted. “Who died?” 


Reinhard was frowning again, and this time it was only deepening. “I think you should 
be more concerned about who’s going to die next.” 


“Who, me?” She laughed like a dying animal would cry. “Like you couldn't have done 
that earlier. | bet if I'd squeezed just a little harder you would have put me through a 
wall.” 

She wasn’t wrong. 


“lam capable of logical planning,” Reinhard said tightly. 


Her voice sweetened into spun sugar. “You planned this perfectly. Unless your 
objective was no one getting hurt, of course.” 


Reinhard’s hands went to his sword’s hilt. “I’m certainly planning on you getting hurt,” 
he told her, and if his voice was a growl, only she was around to hear. 


Not that she cared. 


“| know that, asshole,” she snapped. Reinhard was almost taken aback. “What | don’t 
know is why you refuse to ally with people like us. | know how many people you've 
hired off the streets. You think they have never killed or injured?” 


He stopped in front of her, his fingers twitching. “They haven't killed or injured my 
friends.” 


“So, it's personal. Only personal. It's okay as long as it's not you, is that it?” 


It occurred to Reinhard that he didn’t have to be listening to this. He was—he was here 
to do something, and it wasn’t this. It wasn’t listening to this insane killer ramble. He 
should finish this up. He shouldn't be doing this at all. He should just get his job over 
with. He shouldn't care. 


He asked her flatly, “What are you trying to say?” 


She flashed him a bared-teeth smile—a gruesome sort of grin. It disappeared as 
quickly as it came. “I'm trying to say that those three are not the first, nor the last, to 
end up in this situation. But when it's your friends, that's when you decide to show up? 
Show me someone who calls that heroic and I'll show you a liar." 


“So you’re projecting,” Reinhard said, quick. Of course she was. That’s all this was. 
Reinhard took another step forward. He should end this, then. This was all nonsense. 
He shouldn’t allow her to continue blathering. 


“What if | was?” she countered, just as fast. “You're still a fake. I've never said | wasn’t 
going to hurt anyone. Quite the opposite.” 


Fake. Reinhard wasn’t—how dare she? “|—” 


“In fact,” she continued, her voice rising, “it's a shame you showed up so early. It wasn’t 
like they were gonna get out on their own. Right? Fragile little humans.” 


She tilted her head left and right. Her eyes stayed fixed upon him, like an eerie doll. 
Her skin was bruising under the ropes, Reinhard could see. 


A word caught in his mind. “...fragile...?” someone said, and it took Reinhard a 
moment to realise it was him. 


“So fragile,” she whispered, almost a purr. Her voice took on a confessional tone. For 
some reason all Reinhard could think about were the people he’d see gossiping and 
chatting amongst themselves as he did his patrols. They'd looked so close—so 
confident and assured. He’d always wanted someone to do that with him. This wasn’t 
what he’d wanted. “I don’t know how much they would have lasted, to tell you the truth. 
The kid with black hair tried to cut his own tongue out just to get away.” 


Reinhard jolted. He—he knew that before, but... “That’s....” 


“Don’t get me started on the other one,” she continued, suddenly flippant. “I've never 
seen someone so dazed after two minutes. All the better for him, really.” 


“You can’t—blame them—’” Reinhard said, and he wasn’t sure who he was talking to. 


It didn’t matter. She was completely ignoring him, now. “Oh, and the knight! I'll admit, 
he can take a punch, or two. But it's a damn shame you got there so early. | would 
have liked to see how much it takes to make him scream.” 


She smiled at him. 
Reinhard smiled back. 


It was reflexive. Unintentional. He didn’t mean to do it. He dropped it as soon as he 
could. 


It was too late, though. 
She smiled wider. “What's with that smile, buddy? Have you thought the same?” 
Reinhard opened his mouth. Closed it. “They’re human,” he said. 


She liked that. It lit up her eyes and brightened her smile. With a surge of disgust 
Reinhard realised she would have been pretty, once. 


“Yes, yes, they are,” she said. “Little, fragile humans. And you are so powerful. | mean, 
really, haven't you ever thought about what | just told you? You called him your friend, 
yes, what does that mean? You are leagues above him. If you wanted to hurt him, one 
day, what could he do to defend himself against you? Nothing. It would take you a flick 
of your hand.” 


Reinhard hated her. He hated that he could see the image she was painting so clearly. 
“Then who am | supposed to—” He flinched. He didn’t mean to say that. He didn’t 
mean it. He wasn’t agreeing with her. She was speaking nonsense. He hated her. 


“Even less,” she continued, faster and faster and faster. “Oh, and it doesn't even have 
to be on purpose. Anytime you get close to someone, it's like walking on crystal, yes? | 
do not envy you.” 


She needed to stop talking. Reinhard needed to make her stop talking. “I am very 
aware of—” 


She pounced on that. “Are you? So, did you mean to kill him?” She tilted her head 
towards the other thug, and Reinhard looked at him automatically. “Or was it something 
you just did, in the heat of the moment, and then justified to yourself with self-defense 
or whatever you're using to deal with it?” 


The dead thug’s joints were bent in the wrong directions and present in the wrong 
places. Reinhard had done that to him. It'd barely taken, as she’d put it, a flick of his 
hand. “I’m not justifying or dealing with any—” 


“See? There it goes.” She leaned forward. “There's the kind of attitude that will get 
someone hurt, one day. And maybe, the next time it happens, it won’t be a stranger.” 


Reinhard looked back at her. She seemed rather far away, suddenly. “You say that like 
you didn’t hurt Julius, Joshua, and Subaru,” he said. 


“Oh, | know | did. The difference is, I'm not denying it. Those their names? | can’t say | 
was too interested. | wasn't the organiser here.” She shrugged. 


There was important information there, probably. Reinhard couldn’t remember what it 
was. He felt cold. “You didn’t even know their names?” 


“You don't know ours,” she pointed out in a reasonable tone of voice. “You won't know 
ours, probably.” Now she almost sounded condescending. Impatient. “Because it 
doesn't matter. Those names are precious to you, but only because of who they're 
attached to. Now, why would | bother with the names of whatever strangers end up in 
my chair? They aren't precious to me, because their owners aren't.” 


She didn’t even know their names. “Il asked your names,” Reinhard said. 

“And we didn't give them for a reason.” Her voice softened again. She was talking to 
him like he was a child. “Now, tell me something.” She tilted her head. “Am | going to 
jail?” 

Reinhard blinked, thrown. “...That is what is supposed to happen, yes.” 


“But it isn’t going to, now is it?” she asked, oh-so-sweet, oh-so-soft. “Not when you 
know what happens if | ever get out.” 


Reinhard suddenly and desperately didn’t know what he was doing here. She—was 
she wrong? That was why he’d come here, wasn’t it? “It's—” 


“That's why you didn't send the guards, mh? If they just arrest me, I'm still alive. If I'm 
still alive, | can escape.” Her eyes widened. “And if | escape? Do you want me to tell 
you, in detail?” 


Reinhard needed her to shut up. “No, I'll pass,” he said. 


“It's not like | need to,” she said. She wasn’t shutting up. “You see it every day, in your 
mind. Broken bodies at your feet...” 


“You’re—You're still projecting.” 


“...80 much blood. Water, maybe.” Her eyes were distant. Glazed. Looking at 
something he couldn't see. 


Reinhard hated it. He needed her to stop looking at it. He needed her to stop. “Stop 
shoving your sick fantasies onto me.” 


She smiled. She was still looking at it. What was she seeing? He knew what she was 
seeing. He needed her to stop. “You're forgetting something,” she said, achingly slow. 
“These aren't fantasies.” 

“.,.Stop talking,” Reinhard told her. 


“It's all real, just not right now.” She wasn’t stopping. “But in the future... you already 
know.” 


No. She needed to stop. He’d warned her. “Shut up.” 


She leaned forward. Every word fell from her lips like a drop of water—of blood—of 
poison into the still as she whispered, “I know their names now.” 


Reinhard grabbed her. Lightly—not hard, just to get her to stop. To get her to stop 
looking at—it. To get her to stop talking. To get her to stop. Like he told her to. Like he’d 
warned her to. 

There was a sick cracking sound. 

Reinhard let go. 


He looked at her. 


She’d stopped. 


*Chapter 3*: Let Sleeping Dogs Lie 


Emilia did not want to put pressure on Subaru after everything he'd been through. That 
being said, her head was reeling with questions that desperately needed an answer, 
and at least half of them consisted of some variation of: is Subaru okay? 


At least that question needed to be answered. She also wanted to know who would 
have wanted to hurt him, and why, so that it couldn't happen again. The only flaw in 


that plan was Subaru himself, either too oblivious or too proud to admit to what had just 
happened. 


So, maybe, she could try to lead him into it. 


"Subaru, you haven't told us what happened yet." she pointed out, cautiously. She was 
fully prepared to drop the subject if the wound was too fresh. 


That wasn’t necessary. Subaru shrugged. 

"Oh, yeah, we were kidnapped. Uh, these crazy extremists got the drop on us. They 
had some really stupid demands. Wouldn't listen to reason at all." he explained, almost 
casually. 

Too casually. How was she supposed to process all of that? Kidnapping? 

Emilia made a strangled noise and immediately grabbed his hands to check for rope 
burn, or scratches, or bruises, or... well, anything, really. She found his wrists clean 
and intact, but a few stray fibers of a rope lingered on his sleeves. 

Beatrice was just as frantic: "They didn’t hurt you, did they, | suppose?" 


Subaru wiggled uncomfortably in his seat. 


"I’m fine now." he assured her, "Well. My toes are still a little messed up, | think, but 
Kua did her best..." 


His what? 


"Your toes ? |- | thought-" Emilia babbled, helplessly. Forget rope burn, what had 
happened to his toes? 


Beatrice was more efficient. 


"Let Betty see, | suppose." she demanded, grabbing at his feet in an attempt to get his 
shoes off. 


Subaru allowed her to. He laughed off Emilia's concern. 


"Right? What sort of kidnapper goes for the toes? That doesn’t sound cool or 
intimidating at all." he chuckled, and his careless face was almost convincing. Almost. 
Until, of course, Beatrice managed to get his laces untied and tore the shoes off his 
feet a little too roughly. "Ow." he commented, quietly. 


Once Beatrice pried his socks off, Emilia got a full view of the issue. One foot looked 
fine, for the most part. The other, though, was of a raw pink colour at the tip. His toes 
did look strange. They were... shorter. Weren’t they? Shorter and fragile and strangely 
translucent, like a newborn's or some alien being’s, without any nails. 


"That..." 


She stared for a few more moments, and finally came to her conclusion: "Your feet 
haven't always looked like this, have they?" 


Subaru offered a crooked smile: "I'd like to think my feet normally look prettier than 
this... Although | guess | haven’t been paying much attention to them." 


Beatrice squealed in distress. She clumsily reached out for her contractor's hand and 
got to work healing whatever she could. 


Would she need help? 


"Beatrice, is..." she started, but she changed her mind almost immediately. No, it 
wasn’t her place to get in between a spirit and their contractor. She shook her head and 
turned to Subaru instead. Maybe she could get an answer out of him. 


"Subaru, what did they want from you?" she asked him, as gently as possible. 


Subaru shrugged: "Nothing much. Nonsense demands. You can’t control what people 
like that do." 


Emilia was not having that. She was not having any of that. 
"Subaru." she warned. 
Don't lie about this. 


Subaru shifted in his seat, guiltily: "It was some sort of political thing, Emilia-tan. You 
know | don’t pay much attention to that." 


He looked down at his feet. They were more regrown, but Beatrice wasn't done yet. 
And it was so obvious that he was looking down to avoid her eyes. 


Emilia cupped his face and gently tilted it up to look him in the eyes. If he wasn’t going 
to look up by himself, she was fine with cheating. 


"Subaru. | want to know. If you don’t tell me, I'll just ask until | find out." she threatened, 
but it sounded too soft to be a real threat. 


It worked anyway. 


Subaru gave up. Reluctantly, he met her eyes and confessed: “They wanted Anastasia 
and you to drop out of the election.” 


Her first thought was instinctive, natural, always there, no matter how hard she worked 
to stop thinking that way. 


My fault. 


She froze for a moment, looking at his face, and of course he noticed. He was bound to 
notice. The words were practically spelled out in her eyes, she knew that. 


She wasn’t alone anymore, though. 


Subaru grabbed her hands in his own and laced their fingers together, leaning forwards 
to keep looking into her eyes. He was subversive like that. 


“It’s not your fault.” he assured her, “They were insane. | didn’t get hurt because of you. 
You can’t hold yourself responsible, Emilia-tan.” 


She knew that, logically, but logic wasn’t her first instinct when hit with that kind of 
news. 


She smiled, half-heartedly: “I know. | just... | wish you didn’t have to be in danger. | 
wish no one was in danger. | wish this were easy.” 


Subaru leaned back: “I know.” he smiled. 


He was going to let her vent, of course he was, because they had that kind of 
agreement. It was unofficial, and fragile, but it was theirs. 


Emilia felt comfortable enough to confess a little more: “I wish | could stop desiring to 
win. | wish | didn't have so much at stake.” 


“A little greed never hurt anyone, Emilia-tan.” 
“Maybe, but greed is greedy.” she frowned, “It grows. | don’t want it to.” 


If Subaru had been standing in front of her, as opposed to sitting with their hands 
entwined, she was sure he would have struck his signature pose. Instead, he just put 
on his signature grin and declared: “That’s what I’m here for! I’m greedy, too. I'll take all 
your greed for myself. It’s better for you to be more greedy, because otherwise you'll 
have none left!” 


What he said didn’t always make sense to her. Emilia stared at him, processing his 
strange reply. 


She understood what he was saying, probably. If she hadn’t misinterpreted it. In the 
end, she couldn’t hold back a smile, because Subaru was so good at making people 
smile sometimes. 

“You're strange.” she chuckled, without a hint of meanness. Strange wasn't bad. 
Subaru shared her opinion—she wouldn't have said that if she didn’t know he did—, 
but he also loved to be dramatic: “You wound me, Emilia-tan! I’ve been struck down by 
an angel!” he whined, draping himself across the back of the chair. 

“Ahem.” 


They both looked down to see Beatrice, sitting on the floor beside them. She didn’t 
appear to be healing Subaru anymore, but she was still holding on to him. 


Emilia smiled awkwardly at her: “Ah, sorry. Are you finished there?” 
Beatrice did not look impressed. 


“Betty has been watching you two be sickeningly sweet for a while, | suppose.” she 
said. 


“I'm sorry, Beatrice. | didn’t mean to steal him. “ 


She meant it. Beatrice had been a great help in finding Subaru, and the most vocally 
worried out of everyone at the meeting. 


Beatrice waved her off: “Betty knows who's first, in fact. But Betty’s Subaru should get 
some rest, | suppose. Regrowing limbs is exhausting, in fact.” 


Subaru’s eyes lit up for a moment, the way they did when he got an idea. “I’m Subaru 
the starfish.” he murmured. 


Emilia blinked: “Eh?” 


He turned back to her with a grin: “Because starfish can regrow limbs, and Subaru is 
the name of a star-cluster—oh, wait,” he frowned, “you guys don’t have either here.” 


He sounded disappointed. She couldn’t imagine why. The name starfish brought to 
mind many beautiful images. Maybe these starfish were transparent, with little stars 
inside. Maybe they were just shiny, and that’s where their name came from. 


“Starfish...” she murmured, “that sounds pretty.” 


Subaru made a face: “Yeah, they’re well-loved by some circles.” 


“Betty has heard of these star-fish , in fact.” the little spirit piped up, proudly. Well, of 
course, if anyone knew, it would be Beatrice. 


Still, it caught Subaru off-guard: “Eh? You have?” 


Beatrice nodded wisely: “Yes, | suppose. They are very long, glowing fish, and they can 
fly on land.” she explained. 


Emilia gasped. It sounded just as delightful as she’d imagined, if not more. They could 
fly on land, too? 


“That's so much cooler than what | was thinking of... Argh, does this mean my Beako is 
cooler than me?” Subaru whined, ruffling his own hair. 


Beatrice looked proud: “Yes, in fact.” 


As nice as it was to see them both so lively, that burst of energy would pass soon. 
Subaru had been through a lot, and then gone through two separate sessions of 
healing magic. As soon as he started feeling even slightly tired, he would collapse. 


Thus, Emilia shut them down as gently as possible: “Hush! Subaru and Beatrice are 
both very cool. They also need rest.” 


It worked. Subaru finally seemed to realise just how long he’d been awake and yawned 
loudly. 


Beatrice also came to the same conclusion: “Betty’s contractor is going straight to bed!” 
she squeaked, tugging him away by the sleeve to look for the nearest soft surface he 
could doze off on. 


Subaru, noticeably exhausted, allowed her to. 


“Bye, Emilia-tan...” he yawned, waving at her like a tired child. It was very endearing, 
and inevitably brought with it the voice Emilia used to talk to the village children. 


“Goodnight, Subaru.” she smiled, “Rest well, okay?” 
He was pulled through the door before he could put together an answer. 


Emilia shook her head, fondly. She could wait. 


*Chapter 4*: Tell Me The Truth 


Anastasia laced her fingers together, watching Julius through half-lidded eyes. He 
looked exhausted, leaning against the wall as he was. He’d just put Joshua down in 
bed and hadn't yet gotten to sleep. Anastasia felt for him, she really did. 


She nodded towards the room that Joshua was in. “He gettin some rest?” 


Julius glanced back towards the room. He was standing up straight and his posture 
was almost impeccable. He was clearly a perfect knight. He was also clearly falling 
asleep on his feet. “He fell asleep the second | told him he could.” 


“Good.” Anastasia nodded. She kept her voice patient. “How're ya doin?” 
“I've felt better,” Julius said sincerely. 


Anastasia raised her eyebrow. She wasn’t one to be fooled by her knight’s vagueries. It 
was almost cute how he thought that would work. He would’ve deflected better if he 
were fully-rested, of course. “Don’t pull that stuff on me. Wanna try again?” 


“lam very worried.” Julius looked away. He was reluctant, but he was still answering 
the question. Good. “That is my main concern.” 


Being worried was an appropriate reaction, as far as Anastasia was concerned. She’d 
assuage Julius’ concerns, though. She couldn’t have her knight being too stressed. 


Anastasia was already making plans to deal with this problem. She wasn’t going to let 
this happen again. “Yer kidnappers won't be hurtin ya again.” 


“| know that. That isn't... that isn't why I'm worried.” Julius’ voice dropped low. “Subaru. 
Reinhard, too. The way they behaved today is... a cause for concern, to say the least.” 


Anastasia stroked the fox fur around her neck. Subaru and Reinhard? That 
was...alarming, yes. Anastasia didn’t let it show. “How so?” 


“When | arrived there, | saw Subaru throwing up a mouthful of blood. That was... 
disturbing, but | was blaming the kidnappers for it. Only, later, Joshua said he did that 
himself. I'm worried. He...” Julius became even more quiet. Anastasia had to lean 
forward to hear him. “He bit his tongue off. Surely, he knows that's usually fatal." 


Anastasia blinked, her fingers stilling on the fox fur. She had not expected that at all. 
“Ah. That is. Surprising.” She frowned lightly in thought. Subaru hadn’t been acting 
particularly affected by the torture—she’d noted that absently when she’d seen him. 
“Was he,” she paused tactfully, “tortured extensively before that?” 


“That's just the thing,” Julius said, tight. “From what | was able to piece together, they 
were done with him, for good. They did not threaten his well-being after a certain point. 
And yet, he still...” He shook his head ever-so-slightly. His hair fell into his eyes and he 
didn’t brush it out of the way—for him, a sure sign of exhaustion. “I don’t know. | would 
like to hear what Joshua has to say on the matter, but | can’t ask him that right now.” 


Anastasia frowned deeper. Anastasia considered herself a good profiler, and this 
wasn't lining up at all. “He had ta have known he coulda been healed, as well.” 


“Even if that were the case, who would choose to sever their own tongue? For what 
purpose, other than—” Julius cut himself off. 


Anastasia sighed. Julius had clearly been shaken by this. She figured that bluntness 
would work best here. “I don’t know ‘im very well,” she said, “but it seems ta me that, if 
Subaru were the suicidal type, he woulda done it after his debut at the selection.” 


Julius was clearly caught-off guard. “I—I will admit, that was a low point for him, but the 
point stands that his behaviour is strange. Suicidal or not, he seems to disregard his 
safety a little too often.” 


“True,” Anastasia acknowledged, because that was one of the first things she’d noticed 
about Subaru. She’d grown good at recognising it, largely because she seemed to be 
surrounded by people who acted the same. That still didn’t line up, though. Subaru was 
surely aware of how horrific that’d be for the people around him, and she was 
completely certain that Subaru would hate to hurt them. “That still don’t make sense,” 
she muttered into her fox-fur. 


“That's just it,” Julius said, nodding. “That is why I'm so concerned. | can’t make sense 
of it. Subaru is many things, but he is not one to take the easy way out of any 
situation.” 


“..Exactly.” Anastasia nodded back. “Did ya ask ‘im about it?” 


Julius’ brow furrowed, just a little bit. Immense irritation and discontent, for him. “We... 
certainly tried. His answer was supremely unconvincing.” 


“Hm.” Anastasia glanced away. She’d like more details, but she was aware of how 
nonsensical Subaru could be. There’d be no point in pressing. “There’s gotta be 
somethin else goin on.” 


Julius shifted his weight. “This is just a suggestion,” he started delicately, “but do you 
think it would be appropriate to take this to Lady Emilia? She knows him better than we 
do.” 


“...Yes, | think that’s a good plan,” Anastasia decided. She frowned and refocused fully 
back on Julius. “Ya got more ta report?” 


“What do you know, so far?” Julius asked. 


Anastasia lifted up her fingers and listed off her knowledge. “Kidnapping, Joshua had 
an asthma attack, ya tried to help but ya got captured as well.” 


“Yes. That is... there is...” Julius cleared his throat. “Before | got there, they had been 
tortured.” 


He’d spat the words out in one breath. His face creased with something close to 
distaste and closer to anger or terror or pain. 


Anastasia nodded. She’d known this too. “Ya okay with tellin me about it?” 


“No,” Julius said, no-frills. “I wasn't even there for most of it, I'm afraid. There isn't much 
I can tell you for now.” 


Carefully Anastasia prompted, “‘N what’d they do ta ya?” 


“Like | said, | wasn’t there for long.” Julius looked her in the eyes. “Thankfully, they 
didn't have time to give me anything more than a few punches.” 


Anastasia gave him A Look. “Ya sure y’ain’t oversimplifyin?” 


“I'm really not,” Julius said, holding her gaze. “I'm sorry everyone was afraid for me, but 
that is really all that happened, until Reinhard arrived. And, when he did, they didn't 
have the opportunity to hurt anyone anymore.” 


Anastasia stifled a sigh. She’d drop this too for now. Felis would give her more details 
later. “Reinhard dealt with ‘em both?” 


“Yes.” Julius hesitated. “I assume, since he went back for the second one a while ago.” 


“Guess we won’t have ta worry about ‘em bein a problem, then,” Anastasia said into 
her fox-fur. Reinhard would either lock them up or kill them. Either way Anastasia 
doubted that she’d be able to get much information out of the kidnappers. It was still 
better than them running free, Anastasia figured. 


“Not them, at least, but | can’t exclude the possibility of other members of their group 
existing here,” Julius pointed out. 


Anastasia nodded. “And what do ya know about ‘em?” 


“Anarchists from the Felt faction,” Julius said, slipping back into a reporting tone. “The 
camp was not aware of their existence.” 


“Any accents? Definin’ features? Colors?” 


“By all accounts, they looked like regular citizens, from what | could see, and they were 
walking around in broad daylight before the attack.” Julius rattled off his answer quickly. 


“That'll make things more difficult,” Anastasia thought aloud. She looked at Julius. “And 
Reinhard?” 


“Reinhard is... fragile, when things like this happen,” Julius responded. “To be honest, | 
don’t think we should have let him go alone.” 


Anastasia nodded ruminatively. She’d noticed Reinhard’s, ah, fragility , of course. She 
didn’t know it was a consistent thing for him, though. Good to know. 


She shook her head and sighed, focusing back on Julius. “Ya look dead on yer feet.” 
“It has been a rather long day,” Julius admittedly quietly. 


“Get some rest. I’ll deal with this fer now.” Anastasia paused, looking harder at her 
knight. “Ya did good, Julius.” 


Julius dipped his head. “Thank you. Where can | find you once I've recovered?” 
“| should be back by the time ya wake up. But just in case I’m not, I'll be chattin with 
Felis ‘n Emilia.” Anastasia would be investigating the kidnappers and their locations as 


well, of course, but she wasn’t going to say as much to Julius. 


“All right.” Julius pushed off the wall. He kept one hand on it for support. “If you're sure, 
| will take my leave.” 


Anastasia shooed him off. “Yeah, go get some sleep.” 


She watched him stagger off towards the room Joshua was in, and then she went off 
herself. 


Anastasia pushed open the door. “Miss Emilia.” 
Emilia stopped her pacing. “Ah! Miss Anastasia, | didn't hear you coming.” 


Anastasia smiled at her. Emilia’s worry was clear on her face. Poor girl. “...Sorry ta 
startle ya. | wanted ta talk ta ya about what happened today.” 


“Yes. |...” She looked down. “Subaru told me.” 
“Did he, now.” Anastasia couldn’t help but doubt that. “What'd he tell ya?” 


“He told me about how those people wanted you and me to drop out of the royal 
selection,” Emilia admitted, looking down guiltily. 


Anastasia blinked. She’d not been told about that, but she’d figured that was the case. 
She stifled a sigh. “...Right. That’s it?” 


Emilia tilted her head, clearly confused. “I know that something happened to his toes 
there,” she said slowly, looking to Anastasia for approval. 


Anastasia hesitated. “...Does Subaru have a history of concernin n’ inexplicable 
behavior?” 


“Oh, he acts really weird sometimes,” Emilia answered right away. “And sometimes, he 
gets really, really sad, all of a sudden, but he bounces back very quickly. And 
sometimes he knows things that other people don't know, but... you know, Subaru is 
from really far away. | can’t say; he and | were raised very differently, | think.” 


Anastasia had not expected that answer. She’d had too many surprises today, she 
decided. There was nothing to do about it now, though. 


So Subaru was prone to getting sad all of a sudden and bouncing back quickly, hm? 
Anastasia had some thoughts about that. There was something else she wanted to ask 
about, though. “Really far away?” 


“Yes, yes.” Emilia nodded. “He's from so far away that we can’t find his hometown on 
the maps.” 


Anastasia nodded back slowly. She’d done some research into this, too. Subaru had 
appeared out of nowhere, after all—she hadn’t been able to track down where he was 
from at all. She’d assumed that he was from some obscure, isolated area. But from so 
far away that we couldn't find his hometown on the maps was... unexpected. Subaru 
didn’t have an accent, after all. And the maps were all very detailed—after the Witch of 
Envy had eaten half the world, a movement was made to create more detailed maps in 
case more land was destroyed. Before that, maps hadn’t been as detailed. So much 
history had been lost... 


Emilia was still talking. “Subaru is very strange, and... and yes, he does concern me 
sometimes. But why are you asking me now?” 


Anastasia refocused. “Ah. Well. He, ah, reacted interestin’ly, ta the torture.” 
“Interestingly?” Emilia echoed, her concern visibly intensifying. “What do you mean?” 


Best to get it over with. “He tried ta kill himself once they stopped torturin’ ‘im, from my 


understandin’. 


Emilia stared at Anastasia. Anastasia stared back. She could read Emilia’s emotions 
easily—all is she joking? and why would she joke about this? And then the healthy rose 
tint to her cheeks drained away. “Ah...” she said. “..he... he did? He... |...” She stared 
at a doorway. 


“It don’t quite make sense ta me,” Anastasia said cautiously. 

Emilia’s eyelashes fluttered as she turned back to Anastasia. “I just... | want to hear it 
from him,” she professed. “Sometimes, he explains himself. Sometimes, he doesn't. 
But, if | don't confront him, he definitely won't.” 


“Good luck,” Anastasia said. She meant it. 


Emilia smiled. It was weak, but clearly genuine. “Thank you. And thank you for telling 
me this. | don’t think | would have found out from him.” 


Anastasia barked a wry laugh. “Il can sympathise with the whole se/f-destructive knight 
thing.” 


“| take it you saw Joshua and Julius off. How are they?” Emilia asked. 


“Gettin some much-needed rest,” Anastasia answered, pleased by Emilia’s 
consideration. “I figured I’d come ask Felis fer some more details about their 
conditions.” 


“Mh, Felis is still in the other room.” Emilia hesitated, then divulged, “He looked very 
stressed, last time | saw him.” 


“Not a surprise. I'll head over ta ‘im, then. Thank ya.” Anastasia started to walk off, then 
paused. She’d just swept in here and delivered awful news to Emilia—the least she 
could do was assuage some of her worries. “Ya don’t gotta worry about the kidnappers 
and their organisation, by the way. I'll be investigatin’ inta that.” 


“| understand that. | still want to know about them, though.” Emilia’s eyes glinted. “I do 
not want Subaru to go near them, ever.” 


Anastasia couldn’t help but smile. “Understood. I'll Keep ya posted, then.” 
She went back out the hallway, then opened the door to Felis’ infirmary. 
“Felis,” she called as soon as the door was shut behind her. 


Felis’ ears twitched, and then he was sitting up from the cot he’d been curled up on. He 
scrambled to his feet. “Nya! You scared me!” 


Anastasia stifled a wince. Felis must’ve been asleep before she came in. He looked 
exhausted even now. The healing magic and stress must’ve taken a lot out of him. 


“Back already, Lady Anastasia?” Felis continued. His voice became more serious. “Is 
something wrong?” 


“Nah, it’s nothin immediate,” Anastasia said hurriedly. She slowed and glanced around 
the room, perusing the assorted medical supplies. Anastasia knew that this wasn’t 
Felis’ usual place of practice, but it was clearly one often-used all the same. “Just 
wanted ta hear about Joshua and Julius’ conditions.” 


Felis’ tail flicked and he visibly relaxed. “Ah. Well, | told them everything | found, | think. 
From what | can tell, they should be fine. The healing for most of it was pretty 
immediate.” 


Anastasia’s gaze flicked back to him. “...’n what did ya find?” 


“It was... lucky.” Felis frowned. When he spoke next, he’d dropped his disarming nyas . 
“Really lucky. Joshua seems to have expelled all the water from his lungs. It's normal to 
be exhausted after a respiratory crisis. He had some cuts on his arms, but they weren't 
too deep and they were healed immediately, which certainly helped with the blood 
loss." 


Felis’ ears twitched. “As for Julius, he had a lot of bruises, but nothing permanent. A 
mild concussion, but the fact that he stayed awake and responsive for so long means 
he will probably be fine.” 


Anastasia nodded. “Good ta know, thank ya.” She smiled wryly. “Had a hard time gettin 
anything outta Julius about his own condition.” 


Felis’ smile spoke of agreement. “Mh, | say this with love, but he is an idiot sometimes. 
Nya can't just keep deflecting forever, though, lucky for us. Although...” He grew quiet. 
“| don’t think he was lying about thinking he didn’t warrant medical attention.” 


Anastasia sighed, long and loud. She didn’t think he was lying, either. “I'll be givin im 
another good talkin ta. He needs to know not ta do that.” 


Felis’ ears swiveled to the side. “Well, I've never succeeded in that, but | am nyot you, 
so who can say? 


“Maybe Ill get Joshua involved...” Anastasia said ruminatively. That'd certainly kick 
Julius into motion. She sighed again and shook her head. “A long slope, fer sure.” 


“Oh, | think he's had enough of Joshua being involved with anything ,” Felis pointed 
out. He smiled. “But then again, Joshua will probably agree to that plan.” 


Anastasia stroked her scarf mechanically. “Exactly. If Julius doesn’t want Joshua 
involved, then he better clean his act up.” 


“Well said.” Felis nodded to himself. “I'm gonna give him a nice long talk. And anyother 
one for Reinhard, since he avoided the first one.” 


Anastasia laughed. “Good luck with that,” she said, sympathetic. “Anyways, I'll let ya 
get back ta sleepin. Ya must’ve used up some energy healin everyone up.” She turned 
to leave. 


“Not nearly as much as the energy | spent worrying about those myorons,” Felis 
muttered. 


“Ain’t that the truth.” Anastasia lifted her hand in a wave, then left. 


*Chapter 5*: Breathe Easy 


Joshua woke up to an annoying ray of light on his face. He scrunched up his nose and 
turned on his other side. Better. 


On his other side, a few metres away, was also an improvised cot, and on the cot was 
his older brother. Unlike Joshua, he was still sound asleep. 


Joshua’s stomach twisted a little. His brother was still wearing his day clothes. How 
exhausted did he have to be, to fall asleep in his day clothes? The last time that had 
happened, he had just returned from a week of battles. 


Joshua did not want to wake him. If he was that tired, then he needed all the rest he 
could get. However, Joshua also needed to leave the room. He didn’t know why. 
Maybe he was simply afraid that, if he stayed in the room for too long, he would end up 
making noise and scaring his brother awake, and that was the last thing he wanted. 


As it often went, though, what Joshua feared ended up happening. 


He tried to get up, successfully, at first; until, of course, of course, his leg got caught in 
the sheets he seemed to have kicked off and he fell flat on his face, like an idiot. 


For a moment, he dared to hope that Julius would be too exhausted to even notice that 
noise, but no. 


Julius sat up like a spring went off in his back. He was already a light sleeper, anda 
swordsman to boot; his reflexes were nearly perfect, and falling asleep after all that 
day’s worries must not have helped in the slightest. Joshua saw his eyes immediately 
fly to where he’d been sleeping, widen when they didn’t find him, and then relax again 
upon seeing him sprawled out on the floor. 


After a long, ong moment of awkward silence, Joshua scrambled to pick himself off the 
floor. 


He cleared his throat: “You should return to your rest.” he mumbled, as if that was 
going to happen. 


Predictably, it didn't. 
Instead, his brother immediately began his undoubtedly long flurry of questions. 
"Are you alright? Do you feel faint?" 


Joshua felt a little fuzzy, seeing him so worried. Joshua did not like the fuzzy feeling; it 
felt too similar to anxiety for his liking. Thus, he stifled it and replied: "| feel fine. | did 
not intend to wake you." 


| feel fine were dangerous words. Immediately, Julius frowned, and Joshua knew he'd 
struck the button that activated his older sibling voice. 


"Joshua." 
Yeah, there it was. 


"You know as well as | do that these attacks are not to be taken lightly." Julius 
reminded him, firmly. 


Joshua felt his face flush. He was fine. 


"There’s no need to be concerned about me currently. My, ah, weakness was just that 
—my own." he scowled, making sure to let Julius see the scowl. 


Julius frowned: "That is a terrible name for it. Either way, it's worth asking you. You 
don’t want it to cause more damage later, do you?" 


He was not wrong about that. Joshua hadn’t quite considered the possible long-term 
consequences of the incident. But still... 


"What else would you call it?" he snapped, "It took barely anything for me to crumble 
into uselessness. A burden. ...But yes, | suppose I’d rather not grow any weaker." 


Something about that statement made Julius frown. 
"No one thinks you're a burden, Joshua." he said, with disarming sincerity. 


Joshua, hating that look, bit back: "They certainly don’t consider me a reliable source of 
strength." 


He'd spent the whole day being carried and dragged around. He felt entitled to be a 
little bitter. 


Julius apparently disagreed, because the look on his face said, loud and clear: it's time 
for a pep talk. Joshua did not like it, but he knew his brother, and he knew there was no 
getting out of that talk. 


Julius patted the space beside him: "Sit here for a moment, would you?" 
Let's talk. 

"Fine." 

Joshua sat beside him and waited for the inevitable uncomfortable questions. 


The questions took a while. Julius thought, thought some more, hesitated, wondered 
how to approach the question, and finally decided to just ask it. 


"Is this about Subaru?" 
And, as always, he'd hit the nail on the head. 


Joshua couldn’t help but look away: "I don’t understand." he murmured, and he wasn’t 
referring to the questions itself. 


Julius misunderstood: "I think you do." 


"No. No, | don’t." Joshua snarled, "It doesn’t make any sense. He doesn’t make any 
sense." 


Julius sighed deeply. Of course, he knew the nonsense that was Natsuki Subaru. If 
he'd figured it out, Joshua could only be envious. 


Julius brushed his hair away from his forehead: "It feels like that with him, sometimes. 
But believe me, Subaru learned a long time ago that not everyone needs to be put ona 
pedestal. He learned that, he said fine, and then he stopped, but you can't expect him 
not to want to protect you. Subaru is like that." 

His eyes softened, and glazed over with an image neither of them wanted to see. 


"If | were in his place, | would have done everything in my power to keep you out of 
danger." he said, "It's not because | think you're weak. It's really not." 


That made sense, coming from his brother. But- 


"|—" Joshua started off strong, only to immediately lower his voice: "He’s not supposed 
to be like—like you." he mumbled. 


A faint smile graced Julius's face: "He isn't. Remember, though, no two people are 
entirely different. There are a lot of traits we don't share, at all, but we do happen to 
have this one in common." 


That was... not unreasonable. Although it was still weird to think of someone that 
wasn't his brother wanting to protect him. 


"|... suppose | can accept that." he muttered. Unacceptable. Speak up. He cleared his 
throat, and continued: "He is someone you’ve found worthy of your respect, after all." 


Julius smiled, almost fondly: "You can learn a lot about people through shared 
experience. |... do wish you had shared a better experience," he murmured, "but | 
suppose a rocky start to the relationship with Subaru runs in the family." 

Shared experience. 

That was a funny name for it. 

Joshua winced, imperceptibly. He was seeing red, he realised. Not from anger, just... 
red. He'd seen Subaru's mouth fill up with red until it couldn't be contained anymore 
and it spilled out all over him. 


Shared experience. 


Joshua nodded: “About that shared experience... You said you think Subaru was trying 
to keep me safe, correct?” 


Please, he thought, please have some answers. 
Julius looked like he knew what was coming. 
“That is what he does.” he nodded. 

If he was sure... 


Still, Joshua’s voice came out strained when he asked him: “How does suicide factor 
into that?” 


“| knew we'd get there, eventually.” sighed Julius. He paused, searching for the words, 
always searching for the right words, always trying to give the perfect answer, the 
perfect comfort, the perfect everything, but for once, he gave up and apparently 
decided that honesty was the way to go. “I don’t know.” he admitted, “Lady Anastasia 
had a word with Lady Emilia about it. Perhaps she will know something.” 


He doubted it. 
“It—It doesn’t make any sense.” Joshua stuttered, “He was fine being tortured...” 
(And there was a sentence he never wanted to say.) 


“\.and he was encouraging it, even, but then he jumped straight to—to—to begging 
them to—” 


To kill him. 


He didn’t need to finish the sentence. Julius looked sad. It was only a small frown, on 
the surface, but they both knew what it meant. 


Either way, he knew from his brother’s face that he wouldn’t get the answers he was 
looking for. 


“| know.” Julius sighed, “I wish | could tell you something more than speculation. But I- | 
imagine there must have been a reason. Even if it wasn't a good one. When you're in a 
lot of pain, you're not always going to make sense.” 


His face was tight. He knew what he was talking about: “For now, until | can get more 
information, | would rather just think he was in a moment of crisis and thank our lucky 
star that he was healed.” 


Joshua was not satisfied. Not at all. But that wasn’t his brother’s fault. 


“| will trust your judgement.” he concluded, slowly, “Please inform me of your findings, if 
possible, as | think this matter concerns me in part.” 


Julius raised his brows, perhaps concerned by him slipping back into a formal tone: “It 
does concern you. You don’t have to worry about me keeping secrets in this regard. | 

think...” he paused, and he frowned again, without a trace of anything but sadness: “I 

think you've already seen the worst you could see.” 

“Thank you. | agree. | would rather not have anything of the sort happen again.” 


That was all he could say. 


“You and | both, Joshua.” sighed Julius. He passed a hand over his face and into his 
hair, a nervous tic that had only become worse as the day went by. It had been a long 
day for everyone. 


After a brief pause, Julius turned back to him: “I'm very sorry to ask you this, but would 
you mind... just staying close to me, for a few days?” 


Really? 

Joshua couldn’t help but be happy that he hadn’t been forced to ask first. He went to fix 
his monocle, failing to remember that it wasn’t on his face. He couldn't help it. He’d 
woken up Julius by accident because they were in the same room, but he knew that, if 
he’d woken up alone from the kind of sleep he was having, it would have been worse. 


Joshua didn’t remember much after the water. He remembered shivering, sweating 
even in the cold, and he remembered that he was drowning out of the water. It wasn’t a 
lot. He didn’t remember anything others had said, not exactly, except for one thing, 
which wasn’t even said out loud. 


It’s alright, his brother had mouthed at him, a few seconds before being beaten. 


There was, indeed, one thing he remembered with terrifying clarity, and it was the 
feeling in his chest at that moment. The feeling that screamed they’re going to hurt him. 


That was, honestly, the last thing he remembered clearly. Hence why the idea of Julius 
leaving and never coming back was so stuck in the back of his mind. 


So, his answer to Julius’s question was a resounding yes. 
The answer he actually gave was a lukewarm: “Fine. If you insist.” 
Did it sound insincere? It may have sounded insincere. 


Julius didn’t seem to mind. He looked like someone had lifted a boulder off his chest: 
“Thank you. That does make me feel a bit lighter.” he sighed. 


“’’m happy to make someone breathe easier.” said Joshua, wryly, only to immediately 
realise his poor choice of words. 


Julius froze for a second: “Ah.” 
“|...apologize. That was in poor taste.” Joshua said, quietly. 


His brother was quick to dismiss it: “It's... it's fine, Joshua, that kind of humour does not 
concern me.” 


Well, that was a lie. Either that, or Julius was in denial. 

Joshua felt a little guilty. Just a little. 

“| will refrain from using it in the future.” he promised. 

Julius appreciated it. “Thank you for your consideration.” he said, very softly. 

The conversation was over after that. That conversation, at least. Joshua fought off the 
urge to act like a baby and just ask his brother for a hug. It was childish. He had done it 
many times, as a child, but he was no longer a child, and he was not going to behave 
like one. 

Joshua shifted awkwardly, not quite ready to leave. 

Unfortunately, if there was one thing his brother had a good eye for, it was 
awkwardness, and he immediately got to work to fix it: “Have you slept enough?” he 
asked, “Oh, and Felis told me to ask whether you feel anything strange. Headache, 
nausea, dizziness...” 


Perfect. Whether or not he was acting like a child, it looked like he was going to be 
treated like a child. 


A little annoyed and very embarrassed, he mumbled: “I feel perfectly fine. A bit tired 
and sore, perhaps, but that’s to be expected. “ 


“Good. That's good to know.” 
Joshua was not going to ask him for a hug. He wasn't. 


“Well. | suppose | should...” he started, but the plan was somewhat ruined by the fact 
that he did not, in fact, know what he should be doing. 


Thankfully, Julius answered that question for him: “You don't have to do anything. We 
can just wait for Lady Anastasia. She did tell us to rest.” 


Joshua did not like his tone. It sounded sort of leading, like he knew what was on 
Joshua’s mind, which was not supposed to be so easily discernible. 


“That is good.” he answered, quickly, between his teeth: “You should rest as well.” 

“Of course.” nodded Julius, “You are sitting on my mattress, though.” 

Oh, he was, wasn’t he? Well, too bad. He didn’t have much energy to get up. 

Joshua turned up his nose: “Fine. | shall make room, if you insist.” 

He scooted over, just enough to let Julius lie down. 

Julius couldn’t hold back a little chuckle, which all but confirmed he knew what 
eas behaviour meant. Which was absurd, because Joshua did not want a hug. At 
Joshua glared: “I will reclaim my space if you do not hurry up.” 

Julius humoured him, as he usually did: “Where is your space, exactly?” 

“Any space in which | was once inhabiting is mine.” 


“It would seem we have a lot of shared space, then.” 


“No, it’s all mine.” Joshua corrected, “I claimed it first. | am graciously allowing you to 
inhabit it temporarily.” 


His brother, once again, went along with it: “How kind of you.” he said, only half 
sarcastic, “| suppose that, since I'm in your space, | would count as part of it.” 


Well, how dare he presume to know what he was thinking. 


“Yes. True. You are now my space. | control you.” Joshua humoured him right back, “As 
such, | demand you end this farce.” 


Julius did not roll his eyes often. It was improper, he’d always told Joshua, and not 
something to be done in public. Such was the nature of siblings, however, that he made 
occasional exceptions for Joshua, specifically, because if there was anyone to be rude 
to, it would be a sibling. 


Such was the occasion that Julius did end up rolling his eyes: “I have no choice, then.” 
he sighed, and opened his arms. 


Joshua nodded: “Hm. Acceptable.” 


He sank into his big brother’s arms until he could hear his calmly pulsing heart. It was 
enough to know that, if nothing else, they were both alive. That wasn’t a given. 


It really wasn’t. 

Of course, the relief didn’t last very long. They were still siblings. 
“I'll get you to ask someday.” whispered Julius. 

“Never.” Joshua muttered back. 


He’d come a little too close to asking, but he wasn’t going to admit that. 


*Chapter 6*: Lie Like A Dog 


Subaru stretched down, folding himself in two to touch his feet. He rested his hands on 
his toes for a second, staring at them. They looked completely normal. They felt 
completely normal. 


Subaru had read somewhere that it was impossible to walk if you didn’t have toes. He 
had toes, though, so it was all good. Man, healing magic was great! He probably 
wouldn’t have toes without it. 


No. He would have toes without healing magic. He’d have toes because he would’ve 
managed to Return By Death, and he would’ve stopped this whole thing from 
happening. No one would’ve had to get hurt. 


And then Subaru wouldn’t be stuck in this awful waiting pattern, where he knows that 
someone’s going to get hurt because they’re going to ask questions, and he won't be 
able to answer them—and she’s going to— 


Subaru straightened back up. “Ah, I’m feeling so much better after some rest!” 


He glanced at his bed. Beako had been asleep when he’d awoken. That was a good 
thing, because he’d woken up with blood on his lips. He’d spent fifteen minutes staring 
at the ceiling and wondering whether it'd be better to just Return By Death now and get 
it over with. 

He didn’t, though. He didn’t know when his save point would be, and the last thing he 
wanted was to wake up back in the chair. So instead of doing anything he’d just lain 
there, wondering. 

And then Beako had woken up. 

She was joining him in his stretches now, because she was adorable like that. 

Subaru was about finished. He should stop procrastinating—delaying the inevitable. 


They were going to be waiting for him. Maybe they were just concerned, though. 
Maybe they still didn’t know. Maybe Joshua didn’t tell anyone else, and Julius 
dismissed it, and Reinhard didn’t care. That’d be... nice. 


Can't loiter forever. 


“Alright, Beako,” he said. “Let’s get going.” 
Beako straightened up as well. “If you insist, | suppose.” 


Subaru was right once again! Emilia was waiting for him in the hallway outside his 
room. Her hands were on his hips and she was watching him in a way that screamed 
concern . 

Great. Subaru really didn’t want to be right. “Oh? Emilia-tan? What's got you looking 
like that?” He trotted over to her, glancing around the hallway. He patted Emilia on the 
shoulder distractedly. “Don’t frown! You'll get wrinkles!” 

“Subaru,” Emilia said, soft. “Let's talk.” 


“You look concerned, | suppose,” Beako observed. Her hand curled around Subaru’s 
and he squeezed it. 


“That's because | am.” Emilia dropped her pose and turned away. 
She pushed open the door to the nearest room—Felis’ infirmary. Subaru followed her. 


“Subaru,” Emilia said again, facing him. “Anastasia came to talk to me.” 


Subaru went still. “Oh?” he asked, high-pitched. He cleared his throat. “About what?” 
Emilia swallowed. “About the... tongue... thing.” 

Felis was sitting nearby, because of course he was. His ears swiveled forward. 
Subaru didn’t want to talk about this. 


“—the tongue thing?” Subaru echoed. “Emilia, don’t say those words! You’re too 
innocent to be thinking about such things.” 


Emilia shook her head. “Il am not fooling around right now.” She was watching him with 
something close to desperation. “Subaru, is what she said true?” 


She wasn’t saying it. Maybe it was—maybe it was something else. Maybe Anastasia 
had told her about something else. 


“Is what true, | suppose?” Beako asked, sharp. 


Subaru was being attacked from all sides. “I—don’t know what she told you, but it’s 
definitely not what you’re thinking.” 


“So,” Felis mewed to Emilia, “what did she tell you?” 


Emilia hesitated. “That... that Subaru tried to—to... | mean, she said—hmm.” She took 
a deep breath. “She said you tried to kill yourself.” 


Beako whirled around, her hair drills bouncing. It was pretty cute, Subaru noted, far 
away. Beako looked really cute when she was upset. Shrilly, she demanded, “Is this 
true, in fact?” 


“Oh.” Subaru tilted his head. “I. It—wasn’t what it sounds like.” 


“Then what was it, Subaru?” Emilia asked. Her eyes were wide and beseeching. “I 
want to hear it from you. | want you to explain it, because it sounds really worrying.” 


“| had a plan,” Subaru said. “I’m not suicidal.” 


Oh. That came out a bit aggressive. Subaru had practically snarled that. He hissed out 
a breath and looked away. 


“Okay,” Felis said, irritatingly calm. “What was your plan?” 

“|—” Subaru wanted to be away from here. He didn’t want this to be happening. He 
wanted to shout, Stop asking! He wanted to start all of this over and wipe it clean from 
the books. 


He couldn't do that, though. “I can’t tell you about it,” Subaru said, very very carefully. 
He needed them to stop asking. 


“Subaru—” Emilia wrung her hands. 


“Betty’s contractor does not have to hide anything, | suppose,” Beako said, tugging on 
Subaru’s hand until he looked at her. 


“| can’t —” Subaru cut himself off, sharp. He’d shouted that. He didn’t mean to. Why 
wouldn’t they drop it? 


“You don't have to tell us everything. Just...” Emilia almost sounded desperate. Subaru 
was doing that to her. He was making her feel like that. Great job, Subaru. “Tell me you 
had a good reason for that. Tell me you wouldn't ever do that if it wasn't the only option 
you had left.” 


Subaru could tell her at least one of those things. “...| had a good reason.” 


“And?” Emilia leaned forward. 
“I’m not suicidal,” Subaru said again. “I have no desire to die. Death is—horrific.” 
Emilia stared at him for a moment, then nodded. She leaned back, chewing on her lip. 


Beatrice tugged on Subaru’s hand again. “Subaru has not—tried to do anything of the 
sort before, right?” 


Subaru blinked. “I—You guys are so important to me. I’d never leave you, not if | could 
help it.” 


“We weren't always in your life, though,” Felis muttered. 
Subaru winced. Thanks, Felis. Really helping out here. 
Emilia and Beako both heard that, too—both of them paled. 


“| didn’t—I never—’ Subaru blurted out. He shook his head. “I didn’t try—No. | never 
tried to kill myself before | met you guys. |[—wouldn’t do that to my parents.” 


He held Emilia’s gaze. He needed her to understand this. “I wouldn’t do that to you 
guys, either.” He looked down to Beako. “I’m not leaving you behind.” 


“.,.Good, | suppose,” Beako said finally. “Subaru’s contractor is not allowed to do so.” 
—That was it? 

They weren't going to ask any more questions? 

They'd be safe . 

Relief slammed into Subaru like a truck. He felt dizzy and weak, and he suddenly 
wanted to cry. They were safe. Subaru didn’t have to watch them die. He didn’t have to 
reset. 

He rubbed one hand over his eyes and smiled. “I know.” 

Emilia was staring at him. 


Subaru stilled again. “What, Emilia-tan? Did | get too—?” He made a face. 


Emilia shook her head and slapped her cheeks. Subaru relaxed again, and then Emilia 
was hugging him. 


“Oh,” Subaru said. “Aw.” Hugs. Yes. Those were good. Emilia was so soft and warm. 
And her hair smelled good? Subaru hugged her back. “Thanks, Emilia-tan.” 


“Let me in too, | suppose!” Beako demanded, and Subaru shifted aside so that she 
could wiggle in between them. 


... This was nice. 

Subaru hadn’t been hugged in—how long was it? 

“Aww,” Felis purred. “Well, nyow | feel left out.” 

Subaru sighed and closed his eyes. “See, now you’ve made it weird.” 
He could hear Felis laugh. “That's my job, Subaru-kyun.” 


Subaru opened his eyes, then stepped back. Emilia let him go. He straightened the 
sleeves of his tracksuit. That giddy relief had subsided, just a bit, but it crested again as 
soon as he remembered its presence. “Well, now that we’ve stopped interrogating me, 
where’s everyone else?” 


“Um...” Emilia tilted her head in thought. “Reinhard went to take care of the other 
criminal, and Anastasia had to research some things, and | think Julius and Joshua 
went home to rest." 


“Anastasia had ta research some things, but she’s back now,” Anastasia said from 
behind Subaru. 


Subaru yelped and flinched at the same time and twisted around, all at the same time. 
Anastasia smiled at him. “Talking in the third person? It’s not as cute with you...” 


“Really, Subaru?” Anastasia’s smile widened. “Tellin a lady that she’s not cute?” 


“Yeah,” Subaru confirmed, nodding to himself. He laced his hands together to stop 
them from shaking. “It’s just kind of creepy.” 


“Betty is much cuter, | suppose,” Beako piped up. Subaru nodded to her, too, because 
she was right. 


“Well, that doesn't seem fair,” Julius observed, restrained amusement in his voice. 


“Ah! Julius!” Subaru squinted at Julius, who’d eased himself fully into the infirmary. 
They were really lucky Felis’ infirmary was so big. “You talking in third person would be 
creepy too, so don’t even try.” 


“Rest assured, | have no interest in doing that,” Julius said, smiling just a bit. He was 
watching Subaru sharply. 


“Thank god.” Subaru squinted at him harder and tilted his head. Julius looked tired, still, 
but less like he’d been recently beaten and tortured. “Hey, how’re you doing?” 


“Much better now, thank you. And you?” 


Joshua poked his head out from behind Julius’ back. “Rude,” he said, interrupting the 
only polite conversation that Julius and Subaru had ever had, probably. Subaru was 
totally going to blame Joshua the next time anyone complained about his and Julius’ 
relationship. 

“Hey, who’s being rude?” Subaru frowned. “I’m just being honest.” Julius talking in the 
third person would be really freaky! Subaru had had enough excitement, thank you 
very much. He was feeling pretty jittery. 


“Subaru can never read the room, in fact,” Beako said in an explanatory tone. Subaru 
couldn’t tell whether she was being condescending or not, which—really just confirmed 
her words, wow. Well. It wasn’t exactly new information. 


“To be fair to him, the room is becoming quite crowded,” Felis added. “Must be hard to 
read all these people at once, for poor Subaru-kyun.” 


Subaru nodded. “Exactly! And you all have different facial expres—wait, are you 
mocking me?” He gaped at Felis, betrayed. “You’re mocking me, right?” 


Felis made a little heart with his fingers. 


“Wow, you really went for the easy target...” Subaru bemoaned, putting his hand over 
his own heart. That was fair, though. Subaru always made himself an easy target. 


“Eh.” Felis shrugged. “I'm nyot in the mood for target practice.” 
“Speaking of easy targets...” Julius said, “has anyone seen Reinhard?” 
There was a sudden ruffle of wind. 


Subaru startled back, almost stumbling into Emilia. She caught him easily. 


Reinhard smiled apologetically. “I can’t say I’ve been looking in the mirror much lately.” 


*Chapter 7*: Walking on Glass 


Reinhard didn’t like the looks everyone was giving him. 


The warm atmosphere in the room seemed to have somewhat cooled with his arrival, 
and he couldn't help but be anxious. Had he interrupted something? 


Subaru looked happy to see him, for a moment. “Reinhard!” his smile fell, “What's up 
with you? You look...off.” 


“| have to agree.” said Julius, “Did something happen?” 


Of course they’d be on him in an instant. Subaru was rather direct and Julius knew him 
too well. 


Knowing it wouldn’t work, Reinhard put forward the best excuse he could think of: “I... 
decided to do some patrolling.” 


Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Lady Anastasia giving him a look. What did she 
know? 


He didn’t have time to think about it. Felis’s ears flicked a few times: “Mh, | think you 
were avoiding my inevitable lecture.” he nodded, slyly. 


What was that about? It wasn’t unusual for Felis to lecture patients, but Reinhard was 
not a patient. He wasn’t even a little bit hurt. Reinhard blinked, slowly: “Thank you, 
Felis, but | assure you that | am in no way injured.” 


“| said lecture , not medical check-up .” his friend huffed, “You're acting like Julius nyow. 
How am | supposed to deal with two of you?” 


Julius frowned, but he knew better than to try and debate that. 


Reinhard hadn’t quite learned not to debate with Felis. He smiled, polite, but rather 
standoffish: “I don’t see what you’d have to lecture me about." 


Felis hopped off his seat and strolled up to him. Reinhard didn’t like that. He was too 
close. 


The healer didn’t notice his discomfort: “How about your face? You look like you just left 
a funeral.” he teased. 


Reinhard saw his hand move in slow motion. Felis was going in to pinch his ear; it was 
nothing, he’d done it a thousand times, and it wouldn’t hurt Reinhard no matter how 
much strength he put into it, but that wasn’t what he was worried about. 


He watched Felis’s arm getting closer, and all he could see was the shattered arm of a 
thug who’d made the last mistake of his life. 


Reinhard flinched back, but he didn’t know that until he heard a loud crack of 
splintering wood and looked away from his now very concerned friends to find he’d 
stumbled into a cabinet and broken clean through one of its doors. 


Everyone was staring at him. They were all staring. They had all seen that disgraceful 
display of clumsiness. 


He remembered Subaru had once talked about how cute clumsiness was. He 
wondered if seeing Reinhard had changed his mind at all. 


Reinhard bowed his head, in part so that no one could look him in the eyes. 


“Please excuse that.” he said, tightly. 


The group all glanced at each other. He could read the question in their eyes long 
before anyone said it out loud. The first to express it, unsurprisingly, was Subaru: “Uh... 
Reinhard? What was that?” 


“That—was nothing.” he smiled, but Subaru didn’t look too reassured. It was nothing 
like his earlier entrance. No one was relieved to see his smile. 


Felis wasn’t convinced either: “Highly unusual, that's what it was.” 

Julius frowned. He was putting the pieces together, and he was doing it well, because 
they'd known each other for a long time, and he was going to figure Reinhard out 
whether he wanted to be figured out or not. Reinhard felt completely helpless, in those 
few seconds it took him to piece together what the problem was. 


Finally, Julius reached his conclusion: “Reinhard, what happened with the woman?” 


“She’s—not a problem anymore.” he answered, as honest as he could be at that 
moment. 


Subaru and Lady Anastasia seemed to know what he was talking about. Subaru stared 
slack-jawed at Reinhard, and Anastasia grimaced at his answer. 


Lady Emilia was more tactful, even as she poked at his open wounds: “You don't look 
like someone who solved a problem.” she prodded, gently, “Did something else 
happen?” 

He couldn't find it in himself to lie to her. 


“| killed her.” he said, hollowly. 


The room was plunged into silence. Thick, heavy silence, as everyone let his words 
sink in. 


It didn’t last, because Subaru was there to ask the first thing on his mind: “Like, on 
purpose?” 


Julius glared at him: “Subaru!” he scolded, between his teeth. 
Reinhard shook his head. His body felt heavy, his head felt light. 


“—No. Not—I don’t think it was—” he stuttered, and Subaru let it go with a simple 
“Huh.” 


Julius, once again, read Reinhard’s face like an open book: “Reinhard. What did she 
do?” 


There was a hint of anger in his voice. Reinhard didn’t like that. 


“She didn’t do anything.” he answered, and it was true, because she’d been tied up the 
whole time. Including when he’d shattered her spine like it was made of crystal. 


“Yeah, right.” scoffed Subaru. 
Julius ignored him: “All right. What did she say ?” 


His questions were becoming increasingly difficult to evade without lying, and Reinhard 
did not want to lie to his friends. 


“Nothing that wasn’t true.” he decided. That was a good answer. Yes. 
Felis, still in front of him, gave him one good look and asked: “Like what?” 
Reinhard was not going to answer that question. Not answering wasn’t a lie, right? 


“| just proved her right.” he murmured. 


He should have known Felis would guess what the problem was. Felis sighed heavily 
and struck the nail on the head: “Like that you're a walking disaster who's too strong for 
everyone's good?” 

Reinhard was cornered. 

“Yes.” he admitted. 


Felis wasn’t deterred: “And you've never heard that one before? Because I've heard it, 
and I've disproved it.” 


“| proved her right .” Reinhard repeated, louder. 
No, calm down. 


The moment he'd raised his voice, he’d heard the sickening crack of bone again. He 
almost flinched, and that was enough for Julius to find more pieces of the puzzle. 


“Reinhard, can you tell me what she told you that made you upset?” he asked, gently. 
It wasn’t really a question Reinhard could answer, unfortunately. 


“Most of what she said made me upset.” he whispered, because it was true. There 
wasn’t a single sentence she'd said that hadn’t disturbed him in some way. 


But Julius was in his full analysis mode, which meant more questions: “And did you get 
any information out of her?” 


“Ah. Yes. She was hired by a greater organization.” he nodded. 


“That explains why she had that weird line about anarchy, or whatever.” Subaru 
mumbled, almost bitter. 


Julius ignored him. He was fully focused on his theory: “And nothing else?” 

“That was all the information | received.” said Reinhard. 

Something behind Julius’s eyes clicked. 

“So, let me summarise.” he started, “She gave you the smallest bit of information, and 
spent the rest of the time deliberately targeting every soft spot she could find, until it 
resulted in her death?” 

Oh. 

The theory made sense. It changed nothing, but it made sense. 

The group’s eyes lit up as they all, one at a time, started to see the point of his 
argument. Subaru, in particular, almost looked like he was taking notes in his mind. For 
what reason, Reinhard didn’t know, and so he just stuttered out his response: “Ah. Yes. 


That. That sounds about accurate.” 


“So, would it be so far-fetched to assume she was just saying anything that could get 
under your skin?” asked Julius. 


Oh, there was his point. 
He was right, but it didn’t matter, because the woman was also right. 
“That—doesn’t matter.” Reinhard frowned: “My self-control must be—” 


He couldn't find the words. What could the right words be? What was his self-control? 
Very poor, he’d learned. 


Her spine had shattered like glass. 


Crack. 


Reinhard didn’t have the words. He almost threw out his hands in frustration, but no, 
everyone was too close, way too close, to even move. 


Subaru looked at him with something a little too similar to pity in his eyes: “Reinhard, 
your self-control is the best of—well, everyone I’ve ever met, probably.” 


“Yeah.” Felis agreed, “| gotta wonder what the hell she said to make you lose your 
temper.” 


His eyes had a weird, angry spark to them. Yes, angry. He was angry. Why was Felis 
angry? Nothing had happened. Reinhard wasn’t hurt. 


In fact, if there was anyone they should all be worried about... 
Reinhard’s eyes swept over the room, lingering on Subaru, Joshua and Julius. 
He bowed his head in shame: “She...| told her your names.” 


Silence fell again, as everyone tried to pick up on the implications of what he’d just 
admitted. This time, it was Julius who spoke first: “Didn’t she know them, already?” 


“No, she never used them and none of us said them.” said Subaru. 


“Yes, but we aren't exactly nobodies around here.” Julius argued, “And they had a very 
specific target.” 


Anastasia stroked her scarf pensively: “They were hired by someone else, too. N that 
means that those people already knew y’all’s names.” 


“And that man was following us even when we were in a crowd.” Joshua added, before 
immediately slinking back into his corner. Whether he was shy, tired, or didn’t want to 
talk about it, or any combination of the three, Reinhard wouldn’t know. 


Subaru nodded: “Oh, yeah, he seemed pretty intent. And they talked about finding the 
knight. ” 


So, Julius was also on the list. 


“Ah.” was all Reinhard could say. That was probably not what they’d meant to get 
across to him, but it was what stuck in his mind. 


“| did hear that.” said Julius, not nearly as worried as he should be. 


His voice dropped to a quieter tone as he connected all his pieces and summarised for 
everyone: “I don’t know if it's just our camps. If all but the Felt camp are their intended 

enemies, then | suppose we should all be careful, but it seems that hit was specifically 
put out on Subaru and Joshua.” 


Anastasia gave Reinhard a very intent look: “We'll be lookin inta it, of course.” 
Emilia shook her head. 

“Either way, everyone got out. I'm glad you were there, Reinhard.” she smiled. 
No, please don’ say that. 

“Yeah, you really saved our asses.” Subaru agreed. 

Stop that. 


Julius nodded in approval: “Yes. When she told you you're too strong, it seems you 
didn't take into account just how many times you've used that strength to help 
someone.” 


No. 
Reinhard stuttered something like a response: “But | haven’t—” 


Emilia cut him off: “Lying is bad, Reinhard.” Her fingers brushed against Subaru’s 
sleeve, “You brought my knight back.” 


It wasn’t me. 


Subaru gave him a thumbs up: “Yeah! Don’t insult us, Reinhard! Things would’ve been 
much worse if you hadn’t shown up.” 


You can’t know that. 

“You have excellent timing, my friend.” Julius nodded. 

Not excellent enough. 

Anastasia smiled: “Thanks for bringin’ my knights back, too.” 

Yes, half dead and exhausted. 

Felis’s ears twitched: “And with a pulse. That is nyot a given, trust me.” 


At least that much was true. Felis was a blessing sometimes. Reinhard finally found his 
voice again: “I...suppose that’s true.” 


“So...” Felis, as always, said what Reinhard didn’t want, but perhaps needed, to hear: 
“she threatened them, didn’t she?” 


“Yes.” he admitted. 

The kid with black hair tried to cut his own tongue out just to get away. 

“She was...very convincing.” 

I've never seen someone so dazed after two minutes. All the better for him, really. 
“| grew...agitated.” 

| would have liked to see how much it takes to make him scream. 


Perhaps agitated wasn’t the right word. No, the word for what Reinhard had felt would 
more accurately be terrified. 


Beatrice bristled, still clutching Subaru’s hand: “Your reaction was warranted, | 
suppose.” 


‘Very warranted.” Felis agreed. His eyes said | would have killed her myself. 

Emilia took a moment to react, but then she just nodded sadly: “It's okay if you got 
agitated. | would be scared, too. | wouldn't want her out there where she could hurt 
someone.” 


She was seeing it as a mistake. She was being way too forgiving. 


Reinhard shifted uncomfortably: “I—I guess you won't have to worry about that 
anymore.” 


He could tell just from the look in his eyes that Julius was worried about him. It was like 
he could hear his thoughts. 


“Of course. She can't hurt anyone now.” said Julius. His tone was soft. 


Subaru got up with a sigh: “We really owe you a lot.” he said. Then, picking up 
Reinhard’s long-abandoned coat, he added: “Including a new jacket.” 


It was awkward, but at least they weren’t complimenting him anymore. 


“That is—not necessary.” Reinhard smiled, trying and failing to subtly swipe his coat 
from under Subaru’s watchful eye. He wouldn’t want Subaru to have to wash it himself. 


“It is nice, though.” Felis mused. 

Subaru nodded: “The least we can do, really.” 

Reinhard was cornered. He couldn’t win against all of them. 

“Thank you.” he said, slowly. 

“We'll take you out on the town one of these days.” promised Julius. 
“With some supervision this time, | suppose.” mumbled Beatrice. 
Subaru begrudgingly approved of both: “That’s a good idea.” 


Innocuously, as always, Emilia put in her share: “The last time you four went out on the 
town, they called me at midnight to come pick you up.” she giggled. 


“You can’t blame us for that, Emilia-tan!” whined Subaru. 
Felis mouthed at her: You can blame us. 

“Hey! Don’t turn my innocent Emilia-tan against me!” 
“I'm right and you knyow it~” 


Subaru, evidently out of verbal stones to chuck at him, tossed Reinhard’s dirty coat 
over his face instead, causing Felis to hiss and claw it off his face like an angry cat. 


Reinhard couldn't help the short burst of laughter that exploded from him. 
Felis shot him a betrayed glare over the edge of the coat. 


“| have defended my Emilia-tan once more.” declared Subaru, smug as only someone 
who’d pissed off Felis and lived to tell the tale could be. 


Emilia made a noise somewhere between confused and distressed, a reaction which 
Julius wasted no time chastising Subaru for: “It seems to me like all you've done is 
confuse her.” 


Subaru gave one of his typical melodramatic answers that sounded just a little too 
sincere: “I’ve long since gotten used to having my greatest exploits go unknown.” 


“The good mews is, you got plenty. Of credit. Anyway.” Felis purred, poking him in the 
cheek, multiple times, to accentuate the words. 


Subaru hissed, uselessly trying to swat his hand away: “Too much credit, if you ask 
me!” 


Felis laughed. 
“Nya~ don't be a baby. Reinhard lets me poke him.” 
That much was true, or had been true for a long time, anyway. 


It only caused Subaru to scramble around to hide behind Reinhard, though: “Then poke 
him instead!” he protested. 


Reinhard wasn't following. He looked to Julius for help, but his friend just shook his 
head, as if to say: just let them do their thing. 


So he did. He just stood there, awkwardly, while Felis poked his head over his shoulder 
to look at Subaru. 


“Jeez. Hiding behind someone else, Subaru-kyun?” he teased, but calling Subaru a 
coward had never worked and it was not going to start working at that moment. 


“I’m not a brave person!” cried Emilia’s knight, “Reinhard, protect me!” he demanded, 
patting Reinhard’s back like he was taming a horse. 


Felis blew raspberry. He poked at Subaru from under Reinhard’s arms, over his 
shoulders, anywhere he could. It almost looked like a series of hugs. 


Reinhard stiffened. 


He caught Beatrice rolling her eyes and, for some reason, felt a little better. Hesitantly, 
he lifted his arms to wrap them around Felis, as gently as he possibly could. No crack 
of bones. No pained noises. He took it as a good sign. Even though Felis was so, so 
small compared to him, even though his thin frame felt like holding a twig, he was fine. 
Reinhard allowed his shoulders to relax a little. 


“| have him contained.” he said, seriously, while Felis blinked like a cat being picked up 
by its owner unexpectedly. 


Subaru looked proud of his plan: “Hah! Good job, Reinhard!” 


He was patting his back again. Why was he doing that? Did it mean something where 
Subaru came from? 


Oh, well. 
Felis didn’t look too upset. He was grinning, in fact. 
“Curses! Foiled again!” he mewed. 


“Hmph! That’s what you get!” scoffed Subaru, triumphantly. He pranced back to his lady 
and exchanged a high-five with Beatrice. 


Felis, still wrapped up, gave no sign of wanting to leave. In fact, he was actively 
clinging to Reinhard. 


Julius barely managed to contain his fond smile: “It seems the prisoner has become the 
captor there.” 


Yeah. That wasn’t news to Reinhard. 
“| find that’s often the way things go when I’m involved.” he murmured. 


Felis, still wearing that sweet grin and chipper tone, told him exactly what he thought of 
that: “Well, | find that sentence to be complete nonsense!” 


“You’ve been detected by the bullshit police.” announced Subaru, putting on a weird 
voice, “There will be no escape.” 


Emilia and Julius gave him a perfectly synchronised no swearing look. 
Predictably, Subaru didn’t like the synchrony. 


“Fuck you, Julius.” he said, sticking his tongue out, only to turn to Emilia with a meek: 
“Sorry, Emilia-tan.” 


“Double standards much?” muttered Felis, but that, too, had no effect on him. 


“’m a hypocrite and proud of it!” boomed Subaru. He struck his signature pose to 
emphasize his point. A point that Reinhard found a little strange, if he was being 
honest. 


“Is that something to be proud of?” he asked, nicely, but that only resulted in Subaru 
puffing his chest even more, stretching his arm even higher, and smiling even wider. 


“No, | hate hypocrites.” he declared. 
Reinhard tried to make sense of what he’d just heard and seen. He failed. 


Joshua, seeing Reinhard so lost, shook his head: “Don’t think about it too hard. It may 
be hazardous to your health.” 


Beatrice nodded: “Subaru’s stupidity is infectious, | suppose.” 


That, and only that, finally made Subaru drop the pose. He deflated a little. “Betrayed 
by those closest to me...” he lamented, but Beatrice wasn’t done. 


“| have become infected as well, in fact.” she announced, striking the exact same pose 
as Subaru, and that was the moment Reinhard lost the thread of that conversation 
entirely. 


It clearly meant something to Subaru, though, who began to clap in delight and shower 
his contract spirit with compliments: “Wow! So beautiful! Instant therapy for my soul and 
eyes!” 


Beatrice dropped the pose: “ Theru...py ? This is a new word, | suppose.” 


“Oh, it’s psychological counseling.” Subaru explained, “It’s pretty common where | 
came from. | never went, though... My parents had brought it up a few times but...” 


He trailed off, the way he always did when his parents were brought up. He must have 
really missed them. Reinhard felt sorry for him, he really did. 


Emilia tilted her head. Very innocently, she commented: “It sounds like the kind of thing 
you would need, I'm surprised you never had any.” 


Subaru acted like he’d been struck by lightning: “Ouch!” he cried, slumping onto 
Beatrice, who was definitely not big enough to hold him up, “Hold me, Beako! Hold my 
mental state together like the therapy | never got!” 


Beatrice, to her credit, tried her best. She wrapped her little arms around Subaru’s 
waist and tilted backwards in a mad effort to keep him standing. 


“Betty is... not strong enough... for this...” she panted, “Subaru’s mental state... too 
strange...” 


Her complaints only made Subaru more dramatic. 


“Beakoooo! Noooo!” he wailed, slowly sliding down to the floor until Beatrice got sick of 
it and let go of him altogether, letting him fall face first onto the carpet. 


Emilia leaned forward to look at her knight, melted into a puddle at her feet: “Oh, 
Subaru, if you need someone to carry you, | can do that! Beatrice is too small for that, 
you're going to hurt her back.” she frowned. 


“Betty is not too small for anything!” the spirit protested, lifting up Subaru's arm, the 
only thing she was able to lift easily, “See?” 


Subaru rolled over and patted her head. 


“Beako is doing great. Also, | think | would die if you picked me up, Emilia-tan.” 


Emilia paled: “W... what?” 


“Not literally!” Subaru, realising his mistake, sat up in a hurry, “Just, you know, 
mentally!” 


“Ah... phew... don't scare me like that, Subaru!” she scolded, setting her hand on her 
chest with a sigh of relief. 


Beatrice had her own scolding to do: “Now Emilia needs therapy too, | suppose.” she 
joked. 


Felis’s tail swished left and right. “I'm pretty sure half of this room at least needs 
therapy.” he commented. 


Anastasia, in particular, seemed very interested in what Subaru had to say. She leaned 
forward a little, visibly curious: “N this therapy would be delivered by professionals?” 


Subaru gave her a thumbs up: “Yeah.” 


“Hm. Divine Protections of Empathy ‘n the like would probably be real useful here...” 
she pondered. 


Reinhard suddenly felt watched. 
“lam not certain that people would enjoy having their feelings known so directly.” he 
said with an apologetic smile. He was certain that people didn’t like that, in fact. He had 


been told as much, repeatedly. 


“Then again, perhaps it would make it easier to approach the problem without having to 
open up immediately.” Julius pointed out. He may have been projecting slightly. 


Still... “That is true.” Reinhard nodded. 


Anastasia nodded pensively: “The difficult part would be trainin someone in the art of 
the mind.” 


“Sounds really useful for some people who shall nyot be named.” said Felis. 
Subaru, intent on naming said people anyway, coughed into his fist: “ Julius .” 


Felis, pretending he hadn’t heard that, repeated: “ Who shall not be named. ”, and 
Subaru nodded in agreement as if he hadn’t just named someone. 


Julius also pretended he hadn't heard anything. 
“Maybe it would be worth it to look into this form of treatment further.” he said. 


“Hm.” Anastasia tapped her chin twice, “Yeah, | think so. Would y’all other camps be 
interested in joinin?” 


Emilia was quick to answer: “I know a lot of people who need it. Yes, of course.” 
Anastasia smiled, almost dangerously, but who could say with her? 
“Good. ‘Cause | woulda wanted to pick Subaru’s brain for ideas anyways.” 


Subaru clearly saw the smile as dangerous, because he picked up Beatrice and set her 
down between himself and Anastasia, sitting a little to his right. 


Joshua couldn't resist: “Coward.” he mumbled. 
“Hey! Don’t tell me you’re not scared of her like this too!” Subaru protested. 


It did not affect either of the brothers. 


“Why would he be?” Julius tilted his head. 
“Yes, why would |?” Joshua repeated. 


Subaru started gesticulating wildly in Anastasia’s general direction: “That—that face! 
She looks like she’s going to buy out an entire restaurant and listen to you ramble and 
then extract all the important information from your ranting and use it to steal 
someone’s coal mines!” 


There was a moment of silence. 
Julius blinked: “That is... specific.” 


“| don’t know whether ta be flattered or offended.” Anastasia sighed, fanning herself 
with her hand. 


“Do tell me if the answer should end up being offended. ” smiled Julius. He gave 
Subaru a very meaningful look, predictably scaring the soul out of him. 


Subaru squeaked: “ Beako !” 


Beatrice sighed, but she backed him up anyway: “Subaru’s words were not intended in 
offense. He is just an idiot, | suppose.” 


Anastasia nodded in agreement: “Ah, that’s reinforced by my information-gatherin’.” 
“Information-gatherin’?” Subaru parroted her accent perfectly. 

“Yup.” she smiled. 

Emilia glanced in mild confusion at the three of them, sitting on the same bench. 
“Like the research you had to do earlier?” she asked Anastasia. 

Anastasia, on her part, gave her a knowing smile: “Just like that, sweetie.” 


“What resea—’ started Subaru, but he changed his mind immediately, “nope. 
Nevermind. | didn’t hear anything.” 


The pet name had lit a spark of joy in Emilia’s eyes. She leaned towards Anastasia like 
a child waiting for a bedtime story: “Did you find anything interesting?” 


Anastasia puffed her chest: “I’m makin progress, | think. Nothin conclusive quite yet.” 
“Miss Anastasia is so smart.” Emilia smiled. 

Anastasia was clearly taken aback, for once. 

“Ah.” she stuttered, “Thank ya. Yer very sweet.” 


The two candidates exchanged a frankly adorable smile, powerful enough to catch the 
attention of the entire room. 


Subaru’s cheeks flushed a little: “...so cute...” he whispered. 
Felis seemed to relax: “This is nice.” 


“| do wish we could meet like this more often.” sighed Julius, and Reinhard had to 
agree. 


“Indeed.” he nodded, and only when his chin brushed against something soft did he 
realise that he was still holding Felis. It was his turn to blush in embarrassment: “Oh, 
sorry.” he said, moving his arms away a bit. 


Felis didn’t move an inch. 


“You're forgiven this time.” he mewled, snuggling a little closer to him. 
Reinhard closed his arms again. Maybe he could afford to hold his friend. 


Maybe he deserved to. 


